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LIDDELL HART'S INDIRECT APPROACH AND ITS APPLICATION 

TO THE GULF WAR 

Introduction 

i. The dread±u± .carnage of the Great War caused ~:lany ~11].itary 

Lhlnkers to reVleW the conduct of warfare. ~asil LlddeLl ilar[ had 

!ought in ,:~e war, cisen to the tank of Captaln, ano been one of 

_ts casuaitles. Llode[l }{art blamed Clausewlt=, and hl~ obsession 

wlth the ,areat 9attie, fo~" the ~stalema[ed ~{a1" o± att:-it~on, ~nd the 

willingness ol Generals on both sides to commit thelr forces in 

massed frontal attacks agalnst fortl£1ed posltlons. The ~nvention 

of the tank and the mobility and protection it afforded asslsted 

him to formulate a new concept for warfare since called the 

indlrect ,~pproach. 

£. His ideas were seized eagerly by some of the military 

pfaotitioners oi the day, names like 5. F.C Fuller, Charles De 

Gaulle, and a young George Patton. However it is ironical that his 

enemy of the 5reat War, the German Army, were best able to apply 

his methodology in the openlng months of World War II !n the form 

of the Dlltzkrieg. 

3. [ believe that the Indirect Approach is as applicable today as 

it was in 1939, and that its ,,axlms were applied successfully by 



the coalition forces in the Gulf War. 

The Indirect Approach 

4. In contrast to the unimaginative frontal assaults of World War 

i, ?he strategy of the indirect Approach emphaslse~ mobliity, 

audacity, and skill. It proposed a war of maneuver to "out i. hinK 

and outflank the enemy, psychoJ.og~.caily Js ~leii 3E geogr~pnica~i./, 

a~ rnlnlmum risk an~ mlnlmum cost" ('['he latter potnt~ nave become 

particularly pertinent in the pozt Vlennam e~a. ~ ~ather than large 

massed armies It required smaller professional armles equlpped with 

the latest techno!ogy<a perfect description of the forces ,of the 

,:oalitlon). Concentratlon for Liddell Hart meant concentration of 

strength ~galnst weakness not the massing of 3rmles. To asml~t in 

<he appllcation of his strategy he developed eight Maxims. Fhe alm 

Jl this paper is to apply these ['[axlms to the Coalition ~trategy in 

the Gulf War, and discuss the influence of technology as a force 

multiplier in that war. 

Maxim l:Adjust your Ends to your Means 

5. When fraq ~nvaded Kuwait on 2 Aug 90 the means avai!ab!e to 

oppose the invasion were very limited, the remnants o± the Ruwalti 

Army, the ~aud! Arabian Armed Forces, and US ready reaction forces 

that could be quickly airllfted in (after Saudi approval was 



given). Arrayed against these forces was Saddam Hussein's powerful 

army, concentrated (on the i<uwalt and Southern Iraq border with 

Sauoi Araoia. The allied strategy had to be delensive in ~)osture, 

and to quickly deploy sufficient forces to deter the iraqi's from 

continuing their attack into Saudi Arabia. Air assets which could 

be speedily deployed were positioned to ,overcome lack of manpower 

on the ground and bolster the defensive firepower available. 

,3. Naval forces , also capable c,f speedy depioy,nent, ::~nabled the 

economic Instrun]ent of policy, the ~ea bl,)ci:ade, to b,e ,enforced. 

'7. ~ believe that the phasing oZ the o±fensive operation was a 

prime example of matching ends with mean:~. When the deadline 

expired ansuZficlent ground forces were an position for u ground 

oIZenslve and the ifaqi forces were still strong, so the available 

issets, ~irpower and artillery were used to strlke at strategic and 

tactical targets to weaken the enemy. Whlle thim .~Iso fits Maxims 

4 and 7, it was matching means to ends. The Ground War was 

launched when General Schwartzkop£ was happy that the enemy had 

been sufficiently weakened and the necessary means were available. 

Maxim 2:Keep your Object Always in Mind 

8. The most important application of this Maxim was at the very 

highest strategic Level, the overai! objective of the War. This 

was the ejection of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. To prosecute the War 
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a coalition of nations including Arab countries was formed. The 

Arabs joined the coalition because of Iraq's aggression and were 

keen to see i<uwalt liberated but not the annihilation of the iraqi 

;~eople. 

'9. Thim ob]ectzve was foremost in the mlnds of the major players. 

Civilian casua±tles were minlmised, and when the f~-aqi forces had 

been dr!yen from liuwait, admittedly with enough damage ,_n£1icted on 

them to .~ease tnel~ ~ elfectlven~:ls .as a fight±no to:-ce, the ,4at was 

termlnat.:-,i. '?here i]as been subsequent crltlcism <n~=t ~ he Wan was 

stopped "oo early , that Baghdad :-]hould h,~v.-:~ {~.een ..:.ccuplee ant~ 

Hussein !:illed or captured. I .strongly believe that st~'ict 

adherence to the objective ol the War preserved the coalition, 

helped gain world acceptance of the actions taken, a n c l  p~eserveu 

~ome form ,oz power baiance in ,-i relatively unstable :-egion. 

Maxim 3:Choose the Line or Course of Least Expectation 

I0. A±te:- ~ccupying Kuwait, the Iraqi's expected any o£fenslve 

against t!lem would be directed mainly at their forces in [(uwait. 

They therefore based their defensive posture ,Dr] the Kuwaiti 

seaboarO and the Kuwaiti/Saudi border. Their reserve, the 

Revolutionary (auard, was positioned on the Iraq/ Kuwaiti OordeF ho 

respond ~.o attacks from either the sea or ~'om Saudl Arabia. 'This 

~.tas thei: ~trength. As allled forces arrived in theatre they were 

initially aligned against this strength, concentrated on the 
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w: once the offensive war began and the 

grounded Jr dest~oyeo Large forces were 

then :struck deep into l~'aq against !ittle 

Le [raql forces, ~raw them out of their 

eat them in detail. 

,nstrated by the 

.ies according to 

~inst f3Eae! and 

ciority targets. 

.y reduc,ld <heir 

in an amphibious attack by Marines was 

at!on of a strong amphibiouc ±orce in the 

eu :ehearsals. 'Fine attach: was never 

.st your Opponent 

of Least Resistance 

' he -/.-Re t:2 lea~t i~istal]ce? 4a.'~ , a~ SO 

=ne of least expectation, :3o .the planning 

!Dove a r +  ,3quaiLy ]ppl±caule. 

j this maxim. By 

wei! dug in and 

ir oifenslve was 

the iraql3 {_,El 

psychologica±±y, 

~±catlon o£ tnls Haxlm was in the alr war. 

the iraqi Air Force was no Longer a 

still .~n ]nti-alrcraft missile and gun 

had clear air superiority. This was 

with increases in the number o± sortles 

~zoverag~, ol targets. The all" of±ensive 

]ql's both psychologically (very important 

., arid 1oglstically, and contributed greatly 

s i  by Zraql forces against the ground 
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18. The unrelenting bombing and the successful interdiction of 

their ~upp±y lines made the iraqi soldiers prime targets lot ~he 

coalition psychological warfare campalgn. Many ,Dr the soldiers 

that surrendered had copies of the coalition propaganda pamphlets 

ifi tllelr pockets. By the time the ground war ~tarted most Iraqi 

unlts had lost the will to fight. 

Maxim 8:Do not Renew an Attack Along the Same Line After it has 

once Failed 

~'9. .\s there were no unsuccessful attacks .ui-:is ,,~a:~i±m thankfully 

.fiid not have to be applied. 

Technology and the Indirect Approach 

2(3. ~s mentioned pi'eviuusiy ~n paragraph 4 !.icfidei2 HaFt was a 

grean believer in using technology as a force ,~luitlQlier to 

overcome numerical deficiencies. The Gulf War provided a ~,erlect 

e×amplo of this. 

21. Stealth technology allowed the FII7-A to operate night alter 

night against targets protected by over ~,000 anti aircraft guns 

3r~d SO surface to air mlssiles without losing a single aircra2t. 

Antl-radar bombs , and precision strikes against ,5ommand and 

,zontrol centres and aircraft shelters reduced the fraql Airforce to 

early impotency. Terminally guided munitions in the form of 
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Tomahawk cruise misszles or laser guided bombs allowed an intense 

bombing campaign against important targets in Baghdad. This 

severely disrupted the Iraqi armed forces without causing heavy 

clvllian casualtles which, as outlined earlier, may have disrupted 

coalition unity. At the tactical level the terminally guided 

munitions caused heavy losses of tanks and artillery, Zurther 

decreasing the Iraqi 's morale. 

Conclusion 

22. I have always thought that Lidde±l Hart's [ndir~(~t Approach 

was really a fancy way of saying " Fight Smart ". Use all your own 

strengths against your enemy's weaknesses to overwhelm him with 

mlnimum losses to your own men and equipment. His Maxims were 

successfull Z applied in the Gulf War and the results speak for 

themselves. Whilst the next war, if and when it happens, may be 

against a force wlth higher technology l~i.vels, better leadership, 

and wlth a stronger cause to fight for, the Indirect Approach 

should iorm the basis of our strategy. 
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